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Guest Editorial
Cultural Production in Canada
As an increasing number of Canadian constituencies buy in to policies associated with
the creative economy and the creative city, thereby binding culture and economy ever
closer together, the need for scholarly interpretation and analysis of these related phe-
nomena becomes more pressing. How are these neoliberal policies affecting the culture
that Canadians make and consume? Are there characteristics of this economic shift
particular to the way it is playing out in Canada? How does the production and circu-
lation of culture in Canada knit Canadians into the “global ﬂows and scales”
(Boudreau, Keil, & Young, 2009, p. 17) that have become emblematic of the twenty-
ﬁrst century? The articles in this special issue—part of the growing ﬁeld of cultural
production studies—explore how shifting policies, structures, geographies, and expe-
riences are being manifested in Canada. Together, the contributions provide a cross-
section of current work about the effects of neoliberal strategies, such as the
deregulation of markets and the de-unionization of industries, which have radically
altered the landscape of cultural production in Canada. This production studies focus
is part of a shift away from choosing either textual analysis or political economy, toward
complex, multifaceted analyses eminently suited to analyzing art and culture as sites
of negotiation between individuals and organizations conditioned by material struc-
tures and policy frameworks (Havens, Lotz, & Tinic, 2009).
The neoliberal turn in global politics and economic policy over the past few
decades has given the cultural sector a new prominence as the mechanism of local, re-
gional, and national “branding” (Duxbury, 2011; Jeannotte, 2005; Marontate & Murray,
2010; see also in this issue Aronczyk & Brady; Lussier; Sutherland). At the same time,
the cultural worker, entrepreneurial and ﬂexible, has become the ideal vision of the
worker in the ever-precarious creative economy (de Peuter, 2014; Léger, 2010; Murray
& Gollmitzer, 2012). This paradigm has been heightened by the reliance of the interac-
tive digital economy on the surplus value produced by unpaid “amateurs” (Deuze,
2007). In Canada, the industrialization of cultural production and the shift to the cre-
ative economy has been duly noted by artists and cultural producers in many sectors
and has provoked a range of responses, aesthetic and political. The global character of
these neoliberal processes situates Canadian experiences in a larger cultural ﬁeld. The
Canadian characteristics of these changes, especially in relation to our national history
of twinning culture with the formation of national identity, demand some signiﬁcant
shifts in the ways we frame studies of Canadian culture (Cunningham, Cutler, Hearn,
Ryan, & Keane, 2005; Druick, 2012; McCullough, 2009; Tinic, 2010).
These profound shifts in how Canadian culture is deﬁned, produced, and circu-
lated have followed a trend toward trade liberalization that took root in the 1990s. In
Canada, the adoption of neoliberalism as a core economic value was emblematized
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by the Free Trade Agreement (1988) with the U.S. and the North American Free Trade
Agreement (1994) that followed it. Culture was a hotly contested issue in the run-up
to each of these agreements, with Canadian cultural producers and scholars arguing
that the protection of national sovereignty required the exemption of cultural goods
from the logics of trade. However, critics have pointed out that despite the lip service
paid to national protection, such measures tended to merely offer monopolies to
Canadian-owned corporations that provided little in the way of meaningful and dis-
tinctive Canadian content (Beaty & Sullivan, 2006). 
Although the cultural industries in Canada have historically been part of a com-
plex—and often problematic—policy apparatus established for the purposes of cul-
tural protection (Dorland, 1996), in the current economic climate, culture is often
assumed to be coterminous with commercialization. Concomitantly, creativity is in-
creasingly considered as an input in an industrial framework, characterized, like other
sectors, by innovation, entrepreneurialism, and technology (Wagman & Urquhart,
2012). Today, Canadian governing bodies are notably less concerned about the protec-
tion of a distinctive culture through subsidization of the arts. While cultural policy
continues to support the production of Canadian-made culture, increasingly this work
must thrive in global markets in order to survive. In fact, for many cultural industries,
the post-nationalism of the export economy highlights a key shift in cultural objectives
(Edwardson, 2008).
In this issue of the Canadian Journal of Communication, contributors explore these
shifts and tensions in cultural production and labour as they can be understood in re-
lation to ﬁlm and television (Coutance, Davis, & Zboralska; Patterson; Quail); gaming
(Legault & Weststar); music (Sutherland); digital media (Lesage & Smirnova); and live
performance (Stephens); as well as spaces of intervention through policy development
(Aronczyk & Brady; Lussier) and activism (de Peuter & Cohen). Each of the articles
considers how such practices and industries must be critically reframed in the wake of
the shift toward placing art and culture at the centre of a creative economy, particularly
suited to rendering artists as entrepreneurs. The artist is no longer conceived of as an
independent voice so much as an independent contractor engaged in pursuing projects,
managing brands, and developing audiences—just like everyone else, only more so.
Although labour issues in the creative and cultural industries are currently the topic of
substantial research internationally (see Deuze, 2007; Hesmondalgh & Baker, 2010;
Raunig, Ray, & Wuggenig, 2011; Ross, 2009), the analysis of the way that cultural work
(paid or unpaid) undertaken by Canadians can be considered under the rubric of pro-
duction studies has so far obtained only preliminary and piecemeal adoption (Côté,
2012; Davis, Shtern, Countanche, & Godo, 2014; Tinic, 2005).
While production studies in Canada is still in a formative stage, this approach has
been well established in other national contexts, most notably the U.S. and the U.K.
As an analytic approach, production studies considers the cultural, social, and eco-
nomic conditions of creative work. Often, though not exclusively, ethnographic, this
work situates culture within the context of its production, paying close attention to
both constraints and spaces of agency. Production studies considers not only the na-
ture of “production processes,” but also “the nature of labor markets that enable us
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to speak of these [creative] sectors in a collective sense” (Flew, 2012, p. 83). Notably,
production studies to date have tended to emphasize analyses of media industries
(Havens et al., 2009; Mayer, Banks, & Caldwell, 2009), offering critical insight into the
everyday experiences of the actors, writers, directors, and producers plying their crafts
in ﬁlm and television (Levine, 2001; Lotz, 2004; Tinic, 2005). The contributions to this
special issue expand the rubric of production studies, considering a broader-than-usual
range of creative practices, including ﬁne and performing arts as well as the heritage
industry, allowing for consideration of a larger ﬁeld of endeavours constitutive of the
creative economy. Methodologically, the studies make a substantial and exciting con-
tribution to understanding Canadian cultural industries, which have, to date, tended
to be studied using either policy or textual analysis.
A number of essays in this issue do consider the role of policies—whether speciﬁ-
cally designed to foster the creative economy or not—in making spaces for the arts,
but all put them into dialogue with the resultant cultural products and practices.
Martin Lussier explores the processes that take place at the municipal level in
Montréal that aim to promote cultural development, and the resultant proliferation
of cultural “quartiers.” He describes the municipalization of culture inspired by Richard
Florida’s “creative city” paradigm, which has become a dominant motif in planning
over the past two decades (Boudreau et al., 2009). Already considered a culturally vi-
brant city, Montréal has pursued both economic development and city branding
through further investment in and promotion of its cultural spaces. Some, like the
Quartier des spectacles, have been redeveloped explicitly with this cultural place-mak-
ing in mind. Lussier demonstrates the close connection between urban culture and
global ﬂows such as tourism.
The use of cultural infrastructure for political branding is not only a tool in mu-
nicipal development, but also plays out at other political and institutional levels. In
their article discussing the renaming of the Canadian Museum of Civilization as the
Canadian Museum of History, Melissa Aronczyk and Miranda Brady argue that this
remaking of a national cultural institution serves to rebrand Canadian identity and
history in the image of the Conservative government. With the renaming came a refo-
cusing of the museum’s collections and subtle political interventions into its curation
of Canadian cultural history. The authors ﬁnd that, while never innocent of national
meta-narratives, the institution is increasingly pushed to collect and display stories
that uphold a version of Canada that falls in line with cultural narratives sanctioned
by the Harper government. The authors note that this kind of political intervention
undercuts the principles of democratic management under which such cultural insti-
tutions are ideally mandated to operate.
Notably, however, not all shifts in the policy framework have resulted in increased
intervention. Indeed, in some industries, policy intervention is giving way to globally
focused economic perspectives. For example, Richard Sutherland considers the di-
minishing role of Canadian content regulation in a transforming global music industry.
Although strong links existed historically between Canadian talent and independent
record labels, these connections are progressively weakening. Canadian artists are in-
creasingly signing with international independent labels and, by the same token,
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Canada’s independent labels are more apt to sign international musicians. Sutherland
argues that these shifts have signiﬁcant implications for Canadian music industry pol-
icy, as the framework for music production becomes increasingly detached from the
national context of content regulation.
In the case of the Canadian television industry, Christine Quail ﬁnds that factors
such as the neoliberalization of global economies, the fragmentation of television au-
diences, and the rapid development of new production and distribution mechanisms
that come with digital media technologies have all produced conditions favourable
for the expansion of reality-TV formats. This programming is relatively inexpensive
to produce (especially in relation to dramatic programming), and it can be licensed
domestically by production ﬁrms eager to make “Canadian” versions of international
television programming that have already proven successful in other markets. This
proliferation of formats has serious implications for Canadian television production.
As the industry rapidly alters to meet new consumer demands and capitalize on more
lucrative forms of program production, the way that policymakers conceive of
“Canadian content” is changing. In turn, scholars need to adapt to these new produc-
tion frameworks.
As this set of essays shows, there is still a distinguished place in production studies
for cultural studies, political economy, and policy analysis. This pulse-taking of the
Canadian cultural sector shows how dramatically it has changed since the advent of
neoliberal policies such as NAFTA, with culture being made central to economic revi-
talization of cities, for instance. These studies all combine an analysis of the conditions
of cultural production with an investigation of what they are producing. Increasingly,
Canadian cultural production of all sorts is becoming integrated into international
markets, where it must live or die based on success on market terms. At the same time,
cultural identity, always a political project, has seemingly become even more connected
to divisive sectarian politics, as in the case of the Museum of Canadian History.
Over half of the articles in this issue approach the study of the lived experience of
cultural production by using ethnographic methods, demonstrating the increasing im-
portance granted in the ﬁeld to experiential discourse. Lindsay Stephens’ study of circus
performers provides for an insightful analysis of the tension between art and commerce
in the consolidating ﬁeld of “circus arts.” Even as Cirque du Soleil has spearheaded a
global resurgence of “big circus,” in Québec a constellation of independent circus per-
formers and troupes has arisen. The 2009 recognition of “circus arts” as a distinct form
eligible for funding through the Canada Council for the Arts has brought to the fore the
development of new forms of recognized cultural production in Canada. Stephens ﬁnds
that the glamorization of art and creativity serves to promote the precarity of cultural
workers, who accept low pay and sometimes exploitative working conditions as part of
the dues that must be paid while developing a creative career in the new economy.
Similarly, in their ethnographic study of video game developers (VGDs), Marie-
Josée Legault and Johanna Weststar ﬁnd that despite problematic labour conditions
such as long hours, uncompensated overtime, and poor work-life balance, the project-
based, highly individualist framework of the technology sector makes these workers
particularly resistant to unionization. Although the authors’ interviews with Montréal-
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based VGDs found that some conditions conducive to collective action were present
among these workers, they deemed the overall framework of existing trade unions in
Canada to be incompatible with this industry.
It is into this terrain of often precarious creative work that Greig de Peuter and
Nicole Cohen also offer a critical intervention. Their interview with Carole Condé and
Karl Beveridge explores some of the ongoing tensions in creative work in Canada.
Throughout their careers, Condé and Beveridge have used politicized art to shed light
on labour struggles and the lives of working people. This activism and art practice
brings to the surface many of the challenges faced by creative workers in Canada.
Condé and Beveridge have worked to ameliorate these conditions, founding the
Independent Artists’ Union (IAU) in the 1980s, and turning creative work and labour
struggle into the object of their visual art. While academic analysis of the “creative
economy” may be relatively new, Condé and Beveridge offer important insight into
cultural work and labour struggle as a historical object of inquiry. This interview stems
from de Peuter and Cohen’s larger research and advocacy project with Enda Brophy,
Cultural Workers Organize (http://culturalworkersorganize.org/), which engages with
the labour politics of the creative economy.
Each of these studies illustrates well the complex terrain of cultural work in
Canada, with participants in the ﬁeld constrained and enabled by a set of social and
political forces. This tension is particularly evident in Natasha Patterson’s analysis of
women’s participation in Canadian reality-TV programming. Through interviews with
former contestants on popular shows, such as Canada’s Next Top Model, she ﬁnds evi-
dence of the precarity and exploitation that is characteristic of the neoliberal workplace.
She also ﬁnds that participants exhibit agency and resistance as they retroactively re-
ﬂect upon their albeit limited strategies to undermine the production process and pro-
tect themselves from an invasive and often disrespectful media apparatus.
Michael Coutanche, Charles Davis, and Emilia Zboralska ﬁnd similar tensions
at play in the narratives offered by screenwriters working in Toronto. The authors con-
ducted 50 in-depth interviews, bringing to light a complex narrative of the screen-
writer’s experience of cultural production. Working in a highly competitive yet
cash-strapped industry characterized by having more hopeful participants than can
be supported, interview subjects were often cognizant of the challenges and constraints
in their chosen ﬁeld of work. Although they generally agreed upon certain conditions,
such as the lack of audiences for Canadian cultural products, disagreements arose over
the cause of career struggles. For example, some interviewees were reluctant to ac-
knowledge the existence of structural constraints, such as racism, sexism, and homo-
phobia, which might disproportionately impact speciﬁc participants in the ﬁeld. In
general, creative occupations that are reliant upon mentorship and word of mouth
tend to reproduce the demographics of participants, decreasing the likelihood that the
ﬁeld will grow more diverse over time. In the case of screenwriters working in the
Canadian market, Coutanche, Davis, and Zboralska note that the struggle to obtain
work and produce creatively compelling stories is made all the more difﬁcult by a
noted lack of interest from Canadian audiences who, by and large, prefer to consume
American cultural products. 
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In their contribution, Frédérik Lesage and Svetlana Smirnova investigate the
pressures to “keep up” that afﬂict people whose careers are reliant upon knowledge
of everyday “media life” software programs, such as Photoshop. Learning the software,
sometimes in order to be able to teach about it, is a virtually constant process for many
cultural workers that is usually done on the user’s own time. Moreover, the invisibility
of the software, they argue, belies the fact that built-in protocols can have profound
effects on what is produced in various creative practices. Technology, in this perspective,
becomes more than a tool. It becomes a medium in its own right. Lesage and Smirnova
argue that using a biographical approach to Photoshop helps to shed light on its pres-
ence in the life of so many cultural workers.
As these studies show, there is a growing momentum behind ethnographic meth-
ods in Canadian production studies. Engaging with the makers and participants in cre-
ative enterprise demonstrates the complex negotiations undertaken by individual
subjects in relation to a network of factors that range from the economic constraints
and policy imperatives of various cultural industries to the possibilities of resistance
and political organization. These approaches have the capacity to complicate the sto-
ries we tell about cultural production in Canada, giving insight to the lived experiences
of what are often perceived as naturalized infrastructural conditions.
As this overview indicates, the contributions to this issue demonstrate the impres-
sive vibrancy of production studies and its suitability for the study of Canadian culture
at this juncture. The consideration of art and artists as instruments in a cultural econ-
omy is certainly not unique to Canada. However, here, as elsewhere, these changes
have sparked an urgent need to pose new questions and develop new methodologies.
The articles in this special issue give a ﬁne-grained analysis of experiences of the
Canadian creative economy from a number of exciting new perspectives. In doing so
they demonstrate beyond doubt that cultural production studies has an important
role to play in analyzing the current economic and cultural conﬁguration. 
References
Beaty, Bart, & Sullivan, Rebecca. (2006). Canadian television today. Calgary, AB: University of Calgary
Press.
Boudreau, Julie-Anne, Keil, Roger, & Young, Douglas. (2009). Changing Toronto: Governing urban
neoliberalism. Toronto, ON: University of Toronto Press.
Côté, Olivier. (2012). Using production studies to analyze Canada: A People’s History. In Ira Wagman
& Peter Urquhart (Eds.), Cultural industries.ca: Making sense of Canadian media in the digital
age (pp. 183–201).Toronto, ON: James Lorimer & Company.
Cunningham, Stuart, Cutler, Terry, Hearn, Greg, Ryan, Mark David, & Keane, Michael. (2005). From
“culture” to “knowledge”: An innovation systems approach to the content industries. In
Caroline Andrew, Monica Gattinger, M. Sharon Jeanotte, & Will Straw (Eds.), Accounting
for culture: Thinking through cultural citizenship (pp. 104–123). Ottawa, ON: University of
Ottawa Press.
Davis, Charles, Shtern, Jeremy, Coutanche, Michael, & Godo, Elizabeth. (2014). Screenwriters in Toronto:
Centre, periphery, and exclusionary networks in Canadian screen storytelling. In Jill L. Grant
(Ed.), Seeking talent for creative cities: The social dynamics of innovation (pp. 77–98). Toronto,
ON: University of Toronto Press.
de Peuter, Greig. (2014). Beyond the model worker: Surveying a creative precariat. Culture Unbound:
Journal of Current Cultural Research, 6, 263–284.
Deuze, Mark. (2007). Media work. Cambridge, UK: Polity.
162 Canadian Journal of Communication, Vol 40 (2)
Dorland, Michael (Ed.). (1996). Cultural industries and the Canadian experience: Reflections on the
emergence of a field. In The cultural industries in Canada: Problems, policies and prospects
(pp. 347–365). Toronto, ON: Lorimer.
Druick, Zoë. (2012). Continuity and change in the discourse of Canada’s cultural industries. In Ira
Wagman & Peter Urquhart (Eds.), Cultural industries.ca: Making sense of Canadian media in
the digital age (pp. 131–146).Toronto, ON: James Lorimer & Company.
Duxbury, Nancy. (2011). Shifting strategies and contexts for culture in small city planning:
Interlinking quality of life, economic development, downtown vitality, and community sus-
tainability. In Anne Lorentzen & Bas van Heur (Eds.), Cultural political economy of small
cities (pp. 161–178). New York, NY: Routledge.
Edwardson, Ryan. (2008). Canadian content: Culture and the quest for nationhood. Toronto, ON:
University of Toronto Press.
Flew, Terry. (2012). Creative industries: Culture and policy. London: Sage.
Havens, Timothy, Lotz, Amanda, & Tinic, Serra. (2009). Critical media industry studies: A research
approach. Communication, Culture & Critique, 2, 234–253.
Hesmondalgh, David, & Baker, Sarah. (2010). A very complicated version of freedom: Conditions
and experiences of creative labour in three cultural industries. Poetics, 38, 4–20.
Jeannotte, M. Sharon. (2005). Just showing up: Social and cultural capital in everyday life. In Caroline
Andrew, Monica Gattinger, M. Sharon Jeannotte, & Will Straw (Eds.), Accounting for culture:
Thinking through cultural citizenship (pp. 124–145). Ottawa, ON: University of Ottawa Press.
Léger, Marc James. (2010). The non-productive role of the artist: The creative industries in Canada.
Third Text, 24(5), 557–570.
Levine, Elana. (2001). Toward a paradigm for media production research: Behind the scenes at
General Hospital. Critical Studies in Media Communication, 18(1), 66–82.
Lotz, Amanda D. (2004). Textual (im)possibilities in the U.S. post-network era: Negotiating produc-
tion and promotion processes on Lifetime’s Any Day Now, Critical Studies in Media
Communication, 21(1), 22–43.
Marontate, Jan, & Murray, Catherine. (2010). Neoliberalism in provincial cultural policy narratives:
Perspectives from two coasts. Canadian Journal of Communication, 35(2), 325–343.
Mayer, Vicki, Banks, Miranda J., & Caldwell, John T. (Eds.). (2009). Production studies: Cultural studies
of media industries. New York, NY: Routledge.
McCullough, John. (2009). Imperialism, regionalism, humanism: Gullage’s Trailer Park Boys, and
representations of Canadian space in global Hollywood. In  Darrell Varga (Ed.),
Rain/Drizzle/Fog: Film and television in Atlantic Canada (pp.  151–169). Calgary, AB:
University of Calgary Press.
Murray, Catherine, & Gollmitzer, Mirjam. (2012). Escaping the precarity trap: A call for creative
labour policy. International Journal of Cultural Policy, 18(4), 419–438.
Raunig, Gerald, Ray, Gene, & Wuggenig, Ulf. (2011). Critique of creativity: Precarity, subjectivity and
resistance in the ‘creative industries.’ London: Mayfly.
Ross, Andrew. (2009). Nice work if you can get it: Life and labor in precarious times. New York, NY:
New York University Press.
Tinic, Serra. (2005). On location: Canada’s television industry in a global market. Toronto, ON:
University of Toronto Press.
Tinic, Serra. (2010). Walking a tightrope: The global cultural economy of Canadian television. In Bart
Beaty, Derek Briton, Gloria Flax, & Rebecca Sullivan (Eds.), How Canadians communicate III:
Context of Canadian popular culture (pp. 95–116). Edmonton, AB: Athabasca University Press.
Wagman, Ira, & Urquhart, Peter (Eds.). (2012). Introduction. In Cultural industries.ca: Making sense
of Canadian media in the digital age (pp. 9–14). Toronto, ON: James Lorimer & Company.
Zoë Druick, Simon Fraser University
Danielle Deveau, University of Waterloo
Druick & Deveau Guest Editorial 163
